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Suggestions  for  the  Conduct  of  Business 
in  a  Co-partnership  Productive  Society. 

(See  also  "  HOW  TO  START  A  CO-OPERATIYE  WORKSHOP.") 

»♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦« 

njHE  wrecking  of  a  Society  can   not  unfrequently  be  traced  to 

loose  methods  of  transacting  business  in  the  early  days. 

A  group  of  workmen  coming  together  almost  for  the  first  time 
in  their  lives  to  transact  business,  involving  the  spending  of  other 
people's  money,  does  not  always  contain  one  man  with  sufficient 
self-assertion  to  insist  from  the  start  on  a  satisfactory  system  of 
conducting  the  business. 

Even  if  one  has  the  necessary  knowledge  he  does  not  like 
making  himself  obnoxious  by  introducing  what  his  colleagues  regard 
as  unnecessary  "red  tape."  When  things  begin  to  go  wrong, 
advice  is  taken,  and  a  revolution  has  to  be  effected  to  save  the  busi- 
ness. A  Manager,  or  Secretary,  or  even  a  Committee,  having 
accustomed  themselves  to  a  loose  and  indifferent  system,  afterwards 
resent  having  imposed  upon  them  forms,  which  even  if  they  do  not 
regard  as  implying  dishonesty,  they  certainly  regard  as  irksome. 

Most  of  such  difficulties  would  be  avoided  by  the  adoption  of  a 
simple  yet  sufficiently  elastic  system  from  the  start.  And  the  object 
of  this  leaflet  is  to  place  before  the  Officers  and  Committee  of 
Productive  Societies  helpful  suggestions  for  the  conduct  of  the 
Society's  affairs. 

The  most  important  thing  to  bear  in  mind  is 
Choice  of       that  in  the  long  run  the  success  of  a  business 
Men.  will  depend  more  upon  the  leading  men  than 

upon  the  system.  Special  care  should  be  taken 
in  selecting  a  President.  When  strong  action  has  to  be  taken,  such 
as  some  important  change  in  the  staff,  it  is  through  the  President 
that  the  matter  has  to  be  expressed.  He  should  therefore  be  a  man 
of  courage,  tact,  and  good  business  ability.  Next  to  a  good  Mana- 
ger, the  President  is  the  most  important ;  in  fact,  a  good  President 
frequently  is  the  means  of  a  business  securing  a  good  Manager.  It 
is  almost  always  essential  to  choose  as  President  someone  having  a 
good  knowledge  of  business,  and  able  to  give  enough  time  to  super- 
vising the  Society's  affairs.  A  figure-head  President  is  usually  very 
undesirable. 


When  the  Committee  desire  to  express  their 
Committee     disapproval  of  the  action  of  any  employee,  it 
should  should  do  so  through  the  Manager  or  Chair- 

respect  man.     No  man  likes  to  be  hauled  before  a  Corn- 

Employees'     mittee  of  his  fellows  for  each  of  its  members 
feelings.         to  have  a  shot  at  him.     Such  a  method  does 
not  promote  discipline.      It  does  cause  a  man 
to  hate  the  Committee.     A  statement  made  in  a  firm,  appropriate 
manner,   to   the  offending   individual,  will   secure  all    that   can  be 
secured  short  of  dismissal. 

The  Committee   meetings  should,  as  far  as 
Committee     possible,  be  regular,  either  weekly  or  fortnightly 
Meetings.       or  monthly.     If  monthly,  then  it  is  desirable  to 
have  an  Emergency  Committee  of  two  or  three 
called,  say,  the  Finance  and   Works  Committee.      This  sub-com- 
mittee might  meet  weekly,  and  as  much  oftener  as  desired.     The 
policy  of  having  a  large  number  of  sub-committees  is  not  desirable 
as  a  rule.     It  makes  work,  and  does  not  increase  efficiency. 


Order  of 
Business. 


A  definite  order  of  business  should  be  adhered 
to.  Something  like  the  following  agenda  is 
suggested : — 


i.— Enter  Names  of  those  present. 

2. — Minutes  of  last  meeting  of  full  Committee  should  be  read  and  signed, 
if  correct,  but  not  discussed,  except  so  far  as  may  be  necessary  to 
determine  whether  they  are  a  correcl  record  of  what  has  passed. 

3. — Minutes  of  any  sub -committee  should  be  read  and  either  approved  or 
disapproved.  In  this  case  the  Committee  have  not  to  decide  whether 
such  minutes  are  a  correct  record,  but  whether  they  approve  the 
sub-committee's  decision. 

4. — Correspondence. — The  most  important  letters  should  be  entered  by  the 
Secretary  on  the  agenda,  so  that  the  Committee  may  record  its 
opinion  briefly  about  each  if  it  wishes.  A  copy  of  each  letter  sent 
out  should  be  kept  in  a  book  and  placed  for  the  Committee  to  see 
if  desired.  Where  there  are  a  large  number  of  letters  it  is  not 
possible  for  the  Committee  to  go  through  the  whole,  and  it  is  then 
desirable  that  one  or  two  members  should  be  appointed  to  go  through 
the  correspondence  before  each  Committee  meeting,  and  decide  with 
the  Secretary  which  letters  ought  to  be  brought  before  the 
Committee. 

5. — Finance. — Bank  pass  book  should  be  produced,  made  up  to  date,  show- 
ing balance  at  bank.  The  Secretary  or  other  person  having  charge 
of  the  Society's  cash  should  prepare  and  present  to  the  Committee 
or  to  a  Finance  Sub-committee,  a  cash  account  showing  the  cash 
in  hand  or  bank,  the  amounts  received  and  the  amounts  paid  since 
the  last  meeting.  The  receipts  for  tljese  last  should  be  produced, 
and  the  counterfoils  of  the  receipts  which  have  been  given  for  the 
amounts  received.  No  receipts  should  be  given  upon  sheets  of 
ordinary  note  paper,  but  an  official  numbered  receipt  book  with  the 
name  of  the  Society  on  the  receipts  used. 

A  Financial  forecast  until  the  next  Committee  meeting  should  also 
be  produced,  showing  the  cash  in  hand  or  bank,  the  amounts  ex- 
pected to  come  in  during  the  period,  and  the  amounts  due  to  be  paid 
during  it.  This  will  prevent  the  Society  suddenly  waking  up  to  find 
itself  in  quite  an  unexpected  fix  for  money. 

Cheques  required. — Having  seen  the  balance  at  the  bank,  etc.,  and 
a  list  of  creditors  and  debtors,  the  Committee  is  in  a  position  to 
draw  cheques. 

6.  —Report  on  Trade,  giving  comparisons  with  corresponding  periods  where 
practicable. 

7. — Reports  of  Travellers  or  other  representatives. 

8. — Appointments  to  Conferences,  etc. 

9 — Matters  which  any  Committee-man  may  desire  to  raise. 


io. — For  fear  of  any  point  having  been  forgotten,  it  is  desirable  to  end  each 
meeting  by  running  through  the  minutes  of  the  preceding  meeting 
to  see  that  everything  has  been  dealt  with. 

It  is  very  undesirable  that  matters  of  detail 

Committee     should  be  discussed  by  the  Committee,  unless 

should  absolutely  necessary.     These  should  be  left  to 

not  interfere  the  Manager.      The  practice  of   requiring  the 

in  details.  Manager  to  bring  details  before  the  Committee 
prevents  his  deciding  matters  with  the  prompti- 
tude essential  for  successful  business,  makes  him  feel  that  his  hands 
are  tied,  and  that  he  is  not  fully  trusted.  As  a  result,  it  either  takes 
away  his  energy,  or  if  he  be  a  very  energetic  man,  and  just  the  stuff 
likely  to  make  a  good  Manager,  it  irritates  him  so  that  he  cannot 
stand  it.  In  fighting  for  a  place  amid  modern  competitive  industry, 
the  "  democracy  in  industry  "  needs  leaders  who  are  carefully  chosen 
and  then  entrusted  with  large  powers. 

Where  it  is  at  all   practicable,   the  Works 
Costing  of      Committee  should  see  that   a  good  system  of 
Goods.  costing  the  productions  is  adopted,  so  that  the 

margin  of  gross  profit,  i.e.,  the  profit  out  of 
which  expenses,  apart  from  labour  and  material,  has  to  be  paid,  may 
be  ascertained  without  difficulty.  Such  a  system  may  not  give  the 
exact  cost,  but  if  done  with  reasonable  care,  it  will  enable  those 
responsible  to  know  whether  they  are  going  into  bankruptcy  or  not. 
A  uniform  gross  profit  is  not  always  possible,  of  course,  but  there 
should  be  as  little  guess  work  as  possible,  so  that  whatever  is  done 
shall  be  done  with  open  eyes.  Co-operative  businesses  sometimes 
have  a  big  loss  at  the  end  of  the  half-year,  which  no  one,  not  even 
the  Manager,  expected.  Where  this  happens  there  has  generally 
been  loose  costing.  It  is  not  suggested  that  the  Committee  should 
be  fussy  and  interfere  unduly  with  details,  no  good  Manager  will 
stand  this,  but  the  Committee  should  be  satisfied  that  care  in  costing 
is  exercised.  This  is  especially  required  with  a  young  Productive 
Society  in  which  the  Manager  and  his  assistants  have  frequently 
come  straight  from  the  workshop,  and  had  little  commercial  experi- 
ence. If  the  Manager  is  a  man  of  experience  in  managing,  he  will 
cost  properly  as  a  matter  of  course,  but  the  inexperienced  may 
easily  go  wrong  and  the  Society  pay  very  dearly  for  it.  The  costing 
system  should  include  the  cost  of  labour  in  the  different  stages  of 
the  progress  of  the  commodity  through  the  works ;  and  the  cost  of 
all  the  different  kinds  of  material  out  of  which  it  is  made,  omitting 
nothing  that  costs  money.  Also  the  discount,  if  any,  to  be  allowed 
to  the  purchaser,  and  the  commission  to  the  traveller  or  agent,  and 
in  some  businesses  the  carriage  or  cartage  on  sending  the  finished 
goods  out. 

For  the  cost  of  raw  material,  the  invoice  will 

Cane  in  be  a  fairly  true  guide,  not  so  with  labour.     If 

Estimating     piecework  is  the  custom,  of  course  the  labour 

Cost  cost    can     be     ascertained    without    difficulty. 

of  Labour.      Where   day  work,    however,    is    in   vogue,    it 

sometimes  happens  that  the  costing  of  labour 

is  put  down  at  what  the  Manager  thinks  it  ought  to  cost,  or  what 

it  did  cost  where  he  worked  last,  or  what  he  could  do  it  at  when  at 

the  trade.      This  is  really  guess  work,  and  is  radically  wrong.      The 

Manager  must  find  out  what  each  process  actually  costs  in  his  Co- 


operative  workshop  before  he  can  make  up  the  total  labour  cost,  and 
he  must  see  from  time  to  time  that  it  does  not  cost  more,  as  it  some- 
times happens  that  trie  costing  of  the  commodity  which  is  quite 
correct  in  the  early  days  when  a  dozen  enthusiastic  workers  were 
employed,  is  quite  upset  when  the  workshop  has  grown  and  contains 
say  200  workers,  150  of  whom  are  not  enthusiastic,  and  have  not 
in  spirit  got  out  of  the  old  rut  of  private  employment,  when  the 
employer  had  his  keen  eye  on  them  and  kept  them  up  to  the  mark. 

Societies  starting  should  apply  to  some  Co- 

Advice  on        operator  of  experience   for   advice   as   to   the 

Bookkeeping,    books    they    should    keep    and    other   similar 

matters,  and  should  carefully  follow  the  advice 
given  though  they  may  not  at  first  see  thFC.rrecessity  of  so  doing.  It 
must  not  be  expected  that  an  outside  friend  who  has  given  advice 
will  take"up  the  fight  to  get  his  suggestion  carried  out.  This  must 
be  done  by  members  of  the  Committee.  Don't  take  a  personal  dis- 
like to  a  man  because  he  tells  you  unpleasant  truths.  Such  a  man 
will  frequently  prove  to  be  your  best  friend.  If  you  have  a  diffi- 
culty in  getting  a  local  friend  to  help  you  write  to  the  Labour 
Association,  and  it  will  do  its  best  to  meet  your  need. 

A  Society  should  always  rely  upon  its  own 
Capital.  resources  ;  to  get  into  the  habit  of  relying  upon 
some  well-to-do  friend  for  help  in  difficulties  is 
fatal.  Societies  sometimes,  through  beginning  with  insufficient 
capital,  against  advice,  get  into  financial  difficulties  and  expect  well- 
to-do  sympathisers  to  pay  for  their  folly  and  finance  them.  Such 
conduct  cannot  be  too  strongly  condemned. 

Auditors  should  be  selected  who  understand 

Auditors.        accounts,  and  it  is  the  duty  of  the  Auditors  to 

see  that  the  books  are  properly  kept.     If  the 

books  are  not  so  kept  the  Auditors  should  cause  the  Committee  to 

take  action,  and  if  they  fail  to  do  so,  then  report  to  the  Members' 

meeting. 

In  discussing  the  various  questions  referred 
No   Personal    to,  personal   friendships  should  not  affect   the 
Considera-     question  at  issue.    It  is  the  Society's  welfare  that 
tions  OP         should  be  first  thought  of.     It  is  very  desirable 
Strong  that  when  any  matter  is  being  discussed  mode- 

Adjectives.  rate  language  should  be  used.  For  example, 
to  express  opinions  implying  dishonesty  or  bad 
motives  is  quite  out  of  place  in  a  general  discussion,  because  if  such 
opinions  are  founded  on  truth,  then  a  general  discussion  is  not 
wanted,  but  swift  and  prompt  action.  If  not  founded  on  truth,  and 
if  not  really  meant,  as  is  frequently  the  case,  then  they  are  a  gross 
slander  on  the  person  or  persons  to  whom  the  remarks  may  refer. 
In  short,  words  which  question  the  integrity  of  others  should 
not  be  loosely  used,  and  should  not  be  permitted  by  the  President. 
They  cause  pain  and  kill  all  enthusiasm.  Opinions  can  be  expressed 
in  appropriate  language,  the  effect  of  which  will  be  far  more  con- 
ducive to  the  welfare  of  the  business.  When  anything  has  gone 
wrong  some  men  are  always  ready  to  say  "  I  told  you  so,  you  would 
not  take  my  advice."  A  kind  of  argument  seldom  of  the  least  use, 
and  always  most  irritating ;  it  should  therefore  be  avoided. 
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